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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Introduction


Buggies of Dune, and Other Titles


When I moved from the UK to New York City in 1970, I became friends with a writer named Gwyneth Cravens. She had been an editor at The New Yorker, but for some reason was interested in writing a science-fiction novel.


It was only a couple of years after the so-called San Francisco “summer of love.” The hippie subculture had not yet self-destructed, and was still populated entirely by young people. Gwyneth and I thought hippies were a good target for satire, and we liked the idea of a future in which they had become geriatric, without changing any of their half-baked ideas about macrobiotic food, cosmic consciousness, turn on, tune in, drop out, and all the rest of it.


Suppose there was a teenage girl in the geriatric commune who rebelled against the status-quo. She could embrace 1950s culture as a polar opposite to 1960s culture. Gwyneth knew all about being a teenager in the 1950s. She knew, for instance, that the record player of choice was a Dansette autochanger, and her favorite nail polish had been Cutex Cute Tomata.


I suggested we could set this foolish but (we hoped) funny novel in a dystopian New York City where all the resources had run out, and people were living in the streets in mainframe computer cabinets, using candles for illumination. I thought that would be pretty funny.


And since Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land had been such a hippie cult novel, why not borrow its idea of a naive extraterrestrial humanoid wandering around, causing trouble?


Evidently our book would be satirizing science fiction, to some extent. But it could be a good story, too. (In my introduction to the electronic edition of my novel Free Zone, I have discussed the hazards of trying to write a comedy on that basis. The jokes that amuse the writers don’t always amuse the readers, who may prefer a “good story” that is told more seriously. But Gwyneth and I assumed that science-fiction readers would be amused by the same things that amused us.)


Writing It


Gwyneth wrote a draft of the first chapter, which I thought was wonderful, but somehow we didn’t take it any farther. She became an editor at Harper’s magazine, I became an editor at Avon Books, and we were both fully occupied for a while.


More than 10 years later, when I was no longer an editor and ran across the old pages, I thought to myself, “This is so good, I should finish it.”


I asked Gwyneth if she was still interested in collaborating, but she said she didn’t want to write science fiction anymore, perhaps because she had learned too much about the field. Maybe she had been permanently traumatized by the science-fiction convention where she met Isaac Asimov, who immediately tried to kiss her on the mouth, saying “What’s the matter, do you think I have syphilis?”


Anyway, Gwyneth said that if I wanted to write the book, I should just go ahead and do it. I decided to accept her generous offer.


Title and Author


I foresaw a problem, though. This would be a short novel without a sequel, and I could see that the publishing industry was moving increasingly toward very big novels and/or trilogies and/or trilogies consisting of very big novels (or movie tie-ins, or TV tie-ins). How could I sell the book that I wanted to write?


Well, I could start by giving it a catchy title. You’ve heard of More Than Human, the classic book by Theodore Sturgeon? (Actually, his work may not be so well known now, but he had a lot of name recognition in the 1980s.) So how can you resist reading Less Than Human, which sounds as if it has something to do with Sturgeon’s book, but actually doesn’t?


In fact I imagined that I could write a lot of bogus books playing games with classic titles. Fahrenheit 452, for instance. Or Buggies of Dune (featuring bug-eyed monsters, maybe also some dune buggies, or maybe monsters instead of dune buggies—I was not entirely sure). Then I could write The Space Machine—no, wait, Christopher Priest actually wrote that one. But I could do 1002: A Time Odyssey.


There’s no copyright on titles, so why not enjoy myself? Actually in hindsight I can think of dozens of reasons why not, but at the time, they were unclear to me.


What about the author name? How about concatenating Robert A. Heinlein and Arthur C. Clarke, to get Robert Clarke as a pseudonym? This would insure that my book would be placed right alongside Arthur’s many novels in alphabetically organized bookstore shelves. People might think that Robert was Arthur’s brother. What a neat scheme! How could it fail?


Selling It


John Douglas, who was now the editor at Avon Books, said that it appealed to his sense of humor. I wrote an outline, he issued a contract, and I set to work.


When the book was done, I showed the manuscript to Gwyneth Cravens, and she seemed happy with it. She was now married to Henry Beard, a brilliant humorist who cofounded The National Lampoon. Henry read the book, and she said he told her that he thought it was funny. He didn’t offer us a quote for the cover, but fortunately Piers Anthony did. He said it was “a great novel.” Coming from the bestselling author of the Xanth series, that was high praise indeed. I was psyched!


The book was published, and it got some fairly decent reviews. Alas, the Avon art department seemed to hate the cover painting by one of my favorite artists, Carl Lundgren. They cropped it into a small, weird oval shape that I thought looked ugly and unappealing (see Figure 1). Authors are forever at the mercy of artists and art departments. It really doesn’t matter what you write, if you get a truly horrible cover. This one looked truly horrible to me.


[image: image]


Figure 1. Front cover of the Avon Books edition.


The cover on the British edition looked beautiful, with its meticulous rendering of the Chrysler Building in New York City, where much of the action takes place (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Front cover of the Grafton Books UK edition.


But gradually I was realizing that Less Than Human was not going to be easy to sell, no matter what the cover looked like, or what Piers Anthony said about it. I mean—a novel about a commune of geriatric hippies? With a teenage girl who is a throwback to the 1950s? And an extraterrestrial humanoid who has no navel? The ideas that seemed so entertaining to a couple of young writers in 1970 suddenly looked a bit … odd. Who did I imagine would buy this book? Someone who was amused by the same things that amused me. Um, can we define that market segment a bit more precisely?


In Retrospect


The book did not sell well in the United States. I’m not sure how well it did in the UK; I didn’t bother to keep the royalty statements. I signed a contract for a German edition, but if they published it, I never saw it.


The book business was changing exactly as I had expected, but even more rapidly. Books that were not very big, or trilogies, or very big and part of trilogies (or movie tie-ins, or TV tie-ins) were failing fast. I was not going to be writing any more books playing games with classic titles, no matter how irresistible I thought Buggies of Dune sounded. In any case there was the risk of being sued by Frank Herbert, because even though there’s no copyright on titles, he could allege that Buggies of Dune would steal his audience, degrade his brand, and generally damage his reputation. Frank had a lot more money than I did, and I didn’t want to piss him off.


Personally, though, I still feel very fond of Less Than Human. I find myself laughing when I re-read it, especially at the bits that Gwyneth wrote, and at the horribly cruel incremental transformation of a New York City cop into a groveling dysfunctional robot who talks like a black shoeshine boy from the 1930s. I mean, come on, is this funny or what? And the opening scene, where the guy in charge of nuclear missiles on the Moon is taking out the garbage! This is great stuff! Someone should have made a movie of this book!


Well, I think someone should. I don’t know what Gwyneth thinks; she became a serious novelist, and then she wrote a nonfiction book about storing nuclear waste. Not a single joke in it. Maybe it sold better than Less Than Human—or maybe not. Nuclear waste seems an easier topic to sell than a geriatric hippie commune in an abandoned skyscraper, but I don’t think it is that much easier.


As for Henry Beard, he wrote a book titled French for Cats, containing essential French phrases that any cat should know (e.g. dry food = bouffe granulee). It was so successful, he wrote half-a-dozen sequels. Is there a lesson, here? Maybe instead of Less Than Human being too silly, it should have been even sillier.


—Charles Platt, Northern Arizona, 2017
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PROLOGUE


Living on the Moon was boring; that was the trouble. Eddie jabbed the big red button with his elbow, and the airlock opened with a groaning, gasping noise—the same kind of noise Eddie had been making himself just lately, when he woke up each morning and remembered where he was. He checked his suit leakage indicator, shouldered his big black plastic bag, and stepped out into the lunar landscape.


The blotchy cream-and-purple disk of Planet Earth hung in the black velvet sky. Eddie gave it a baleful glance, thinking about all the people down there, or up there, whichever it was … mowing their lawns, buying groceries, going out on dates, maybe some of them looking at the Moon right now. Little did they realize they were looking at him, Eddie, in Mare Imbrium, taking out the garbage.


He kicked a lumpy lunar rock out of his way. Here he was on his patriotic tour of duty, guarding the furthest outpost of the Free World’s nuclear deterrent, and what happened? Nothing happened, that’s what happened.


He trudged to the edge of a small cliff, his breathing sounding loud inside the suit helmet. He tossed the garbage bag over the edge and watched it land on top of a huge heap of similar bags, making them stir and tumble in slow motion under the low gravity.


Eddie started back to the installation. Over in the distance, at the foot of some spiky mountains, a space probe from some bygone decade lay like a smashed lightbulb in the primordial dust. Eddie ignored it. He followed his own footprints to the airlock, shut the hatch behind him, shed his suit, and wearily went through entry verification. Voiceprint, fingerprint, palmprint—security was tight up here, they weren’t going to let just anyone wander in. Only him, Eddie, overseeing the automatic systems, eating frozen dinners, playing computer games, watching TV, and wiping dust off the panic buttons while the death machines slumbered in their silos.


Well, it could have been worse, Eddie told himself, as he re-entered narrow corridors hewn from lunar rock. The place was bomb-proof, and there was enough recycled air, food, and water to sustain life almost indefinitely; which was more than most people could currently expect on Planet Earth. Even millionaires had power outages and water contamination problems these days, down in their underground penthouses. Once in a while you’d see an item on the news: an air feed pipe would rust through or get clogged with mud, and Mr. and Mrs. Megabucks would be flopping around gasping like beached fish, their desiccated flesh discovered months later by maintenance robots. The U.S. Space Forces took better care of you than that, for sure.


He made his way into the control room, a snug cubicle that flickered in the light from dozens of malfunctioning video screens. Half the systems in the base were currently defective, one way or another, including the computer that was supposed to run everything. Eddie knew he ought to try to do something about it, but the library of video games in his living module was a constant distraction. A half-finished game of Genocide was waiting for him right now, as soon as he finished his daily inspection tour.


He ran his finger down the checklist. One more task remained, as he well knew: Check Bertha. Well, that shouldn’t take more than a minute. He squeezed down another passageway to a part of the installation that contained a special research project. Inside a small circular chamber was a huge stainless-steel tank, on which had been glued an imitation brass plaque:


Biosynthesis of Extraneous Radio Transmission


via Holographic Accretion


U.S. Space Forces Private Property


R. Folsom Sullivan


President of the United States of America


Bertha, for short. Some kind of robot was being built in there, and it was “too secret” to be done on Earth. That was all Eddie knew. Sometimes, when he couldn’t sleep, he came and peered in the window of the tank, like a restless customer at a laundromat. Inside was a lumpy mess like an automobile seat losing its padding, suspended in what looked like raspberry Jell-o, shot through with radiant white beams that danced around like knitting needles. The whole thing made an irritating droning noise.


But when Eddie peered in now, the little white lights weren’t moving, the droning noise had stopped, and a big red light was flashing. “Just what I needed,” he muttered.


“Please repeat, Eddie,” said a voice from a grille in the ceiling.


“You screwed up,” Eddie shouted. “You got offline. How come the alarm didn’t trip?”


“The alarm is malfunctioning, Eddie. I informed you last week.”


“Well, all right, but you still could have said something.” He sighed and went to an instruction manual chained to a steel shelf against the wall. He flipped through thick celluloid pages covered in pictograms. “Press the green button,” he muttered to himself, “hold it down till you hear a beep, pull the yellow lever, then file a report on the red form with the yellow edges.” He went over the procedure a couple more times till he was sure he’d got it straight. These tasks existed because peace activists on Earth insisted on having a human being wired into the strategic defense system. So here he was, wired in. He hoped it gave everyone back home a real sense of security.


He went and pressed the green button, waited for a beep, pulled the yellow lever, then checked the tank again. The white beams of light jerked and resumed moving. The droning noise started up.


“What happened?” Eddie asked, as he made his way back to his cubicle. “Was there a break in transmission?” As he understood it, a station in Texas was beaming data up to the Moon, where it was received and fed into the tank where the robot was being built. That was how they were programming the robot, using instructions sent from Earth.


“A solar flare interrupted data acquisition,” the installation’s computer told him. “You must file a report on the red form with the yellow edges.”


Eddie sat down and considered his options. If he filed the form, it would look as if he’d screwed up somehow, even though it wasn’t his fault the alarm hadn’t gone off. On the other hand, if he didn’t file the form, no one would know anything about it—that is, until the robot finally stepped out of its tank and was short of a few minutes of data. It wouldn’t know something it ought to; wouldn’t be able to name the capital of Kentucky or some dumb thing.


Hell, it probably wouldn’t matter. Eddie picked up a sheet of plain white paper and fed it into the document slot. “There you go.”


“Thank you, Eddie.”


The whole system was stupid. He turned back to the infinitely more interesting game of Genocide he had been playing. To win, you had to wipe out the other half of the world before you got wiped out yourself. After three months on the Moon, Eddie was already a Mainframe Class player. He typed instructions on the console, to withdraw five billion Swiss francs from his plutonium bullion reserves and stage an accident in South African bacteriological labs conveniently located near a training field for airplane hijackers financed by Moslem fanatics. That should get things going at the U.N. He watched with obsessive interest as symbols danced across the video screen, and soon forgot his claustrophobic surroundings, the idiot computer, the real world in general, and the passing of time itself.


Meanwhile, inside the stainless-steel tank, Bertha the ultra-secret experimental robot had resumed building protein chains, accreting neurons, growing fingernails, and learning to do addition sums. But the break in transmission had made more of a difference than Eddie realized. When Bertha finally stepped out into the world, that difference would show.




1. EMERGENCY EXIT


“Crosby?” The voice was shy and sweet and very feminine, calling softly from outside the bead curtain that hung across the doorway.


Crosby blinked. “Huh?”


“It’s me, Melanie. You said yesterday I should stop by.”


“Oh. Yeah.” He rubbed his eyes, crawled from his mattress of decaying foam rubber to his pile of dirty laundry, found an old kaftan that wasn’t too wrinkled, and pulled it over his pallid 65-year-old flesh. He glanced around at the squalor of his cubicle, realizing reluctantly that if he was to have any chance at all with this chick, he’d have to do something about the mess. “Gimme a minute,” he called. He straightened his heaps of yellowing head comix, lit a stick of incense in lieu of an air freshener, and used an old astrology magazine to sweep dead matches and blanket fluff under the rush matting in the center of the bare concrete floor. Then he slumped back onto the mattress and started rolling a large joint. “Come on in.”


The beads over the doorway were tentatively pushed aside by a slim, alabaster hand whose nails were painted Cutex Cute Tomata. “Hi,” said Melanie.


“Make yourself comfortable.” He gestured vaguely.


The mattress was the only thing to sit on. Melanie perched on the extreme end of it and primly rearranged the starched ruffles of her can-can slip. “What’s up, Crosby?”


He lit his joint, inhaled deeply, and offered it to her. Melanie pretended not to notice. She linked her hands around her knees and studied the tops of her penny loafers.


Crosby let the smoke out of his scarred lungs. He took a deep breath and was seized by a sudden coughing fit, making his wizened old body twist and jerk. He groaned, crawled to the air purifier beneath the window, pressed his face to the vent, and upped the oxygen feed.


Melanie watched with grudging compassion. Despite her natural distaste for physical deterioration and poor personal hygiene, she hated to see any living thing suffer. “Are you okay?”


“No sweat.” The fit subsided, and Crosby settled back onto the mattress, straightening his hairpiece absently. The vent had left pink-and-white indentations across his ravaged face.


“You should rest a minute,” she told him.


“I’m hip.” He took another toke and nodded his head in time to the Grateful Dead, playing over the rewired Muzak system of the old office building. “Can you dig it?” he asked vaguely.


Melanie shook her head, making her ponytail bob. At sixteen, she was one of the youngest members of New York’s Chrysler Building Commune (est. 1993). Most of them, like Crosby, were in their sixties, grooving together on the drug and music trips they’d shared decades ago, in San Francisco before it slid into the sea. Melanie had never been able to relate to their world; she painted her cubicle cherry-blossom pink and charcoal gray and passed long lonely days reading old True Romance magazines, pushing her cuticles back, and listening to vintage 45s of Bobby Vinton and the Everly Brothers.


“Just what did you want to talk about, Crosby?”


“Oh, you know.” He fumbled for a roach clip, inhaled the last of his joint, and started rolling another. “Just wanted to hang out with you, rap a little. I mean, you’re a groovy chick.” He eyed Melanie’s legs as she re-rolled her bobby-sox. “Sure you don’t want a hit?” He offered her the second joint.


“No, thank you.”


“You can’t go on like this, Melanie. You gotta get turned on.” He gestured vaguely toward a home-made psychedelic portrait of Timothy Leary pinned to the wall above a chipped plaster Buddha. “Gotta get into it, know what I mean?”


She gave him a vexed look. “We’ve discussed this before.”


Crosby edged along the bed toward her. Simple lust flickered in his tired old bloodshot eyes. “C’mon, baby.” He put his arm clumsily around her shoulders. “Let’s fuck.”


She shook his arm away. “Don’t talk to me like that!”


“Hey, don’t be so uptight.”


She jumped to her feet. “Crosby, how many times do I have to explain, I do not want to go all the way with you.” She turned away. “Thank God I taught myself to read, so I learned there are other ways than this to live.” She stood and stared out of the window at shadowy shapes of nearby skyscrapers, barely visible in the morning smog. “Somewhere out there, there must be someone who feels the same way I do. Someone who still cares about fidelity, and love.” She turned and glared at Crosby. “And cleanliness!”


He watched her wearily. “Melanie, you’re living in the past. Gotta forget that plastic shit. Come back over here, just a little toke. Change your whole attitude.”


“No! I will never allow myself to sink into this—this cesspool of depravity!”


Crosby winced. “Heavy.” He shook his head and took a long, slow breath. “All right, if that’s how it is. I been talking to your old man. Way he sees it, you’re either on the bus or off the bus, you know?”


Melanie frowned. “What are you trying to tell me?”


“He said, if I can’t get it on with you, if you won’t, you know, tune in, it’s all over. Your vibes are so heavy, you’re so uncool, you been bringing everyone down.”


Melanie shook her head in disbelief. “Lennon said that? My own father?”


“Better believe it. You don’t like it here, maybe you should move on out, get on the road, know what I mean?”


“Oh!” Melanie turned quickly and ran out of the room.


Jefferson Airplane replaced the Grateful Dead. Crosby sighed, relit his second joint, and lay staring with hooded eyes at tattered day-glo posters of Middle Earth stapled to the ceiling. He turned on the blacklight.


“Too fucking much,” he mumbled.


Melanie lowered the needle of her portable phonograph with a shaking hand. The sound of the Shangri-Las singing Never Go Home Anymore suddenly filled her cubicle. She sniffed back tears and resumed packing her baby-blue travel case.


All along, she had clung to the faint hope that somehow she could convince her father to accept her the way she was. He was supposed to be so wise and understanding; he was the guru of the commune. And yet—


The door of her cubicle was thrown open and Lennon stood there, tall, wide, half submerged in flowing white hair and beard. The plump skin peeking out of his satin sari was tattooed with butterflies, zodiac symbols, Tibetan mandalas, and alchemical formulae. He stood and glared at her. “Peace,” he said grimly, raising two fingers.


She stared at him resentfully. “I’m running away from home.”


Lennon scratched his stomach. “Well, I can relate to that.”


She slammed the lid of her suitcase. “I never dreamed you could be so cruel.”


Lennon linked his hands across his stomach and studied his toes meditatively. “Om,” he said. “Om, om, om. …”


Melanie increased the volume of the phonograph to maximum.


Lennon gave up. “You don’t understand how much karma it’s cost me, having a daughter like you,” he shouted above the noise.


“Good. I’m glad.”


“It’s too bad your mother’s not around. She would’ve known what to do.” Melanie’s mother had been an executive secretary in the days when businesses still rented space in the Chrysler Building. She had stayed on when the commune moved in, became one of Lennon’s old ladies, and even bore his child. But a year or so later she went out to buy some deodorant soap and never came back.


“My mother,” Melanie said with a sob, “would tell me I’m a fool to stay in this horrible place where no one understands or cares about me.”


Lennon shrugged. “So split.”


“I will! I’m going!” She yanked the power cord out of its socket, and the music slowly ran down and died.


“You realize it’s a jungle out there,” he told her. “They don’t give a shit about make-love-not-war.”


“That’s just fine.” She picked up her suitcase in one hand, her phonograph in the other, and pushed past him.


“Don’t come back till you’ve had a good fuck!” he shouted after her.


Her only response was another sob as she ran to the stairwell (the elevators hadn’t worked since electricity was shut off in 1998) and hurried down the fifty flights to street level. “I hate him,” she told herself unconvincingly, feeling the first qualms about her rash act as she forced open the emergency exit and stepped onto the eroded sidewalks of New York City, AD 2010.




2. INDISTINGUISHABLE FROM A HUMAN BEING


Meanwhile, two miles north and half a mile underground, chief of police Henry Jackson was dreaming. “Unlock this door or I’ll break it down!” he bellowed in his dream, his rich baritone echoing through the tenement. He took his .45 from inside his jacket. His grip was firm and his hand steady. “I’m going to count to three!”


A cry of dismay came from within the apartment, and he heard a window being opened. He levelled the gun and shot the lock to pieces, then kicked the door in.


“Stay where you are, you!” he shouted at the young woman who stared back white-faced, one shapely leg over the window ledge. “I’d hate to have to kill a dame with such a pretty face.”


Jackson’s eyes narrowed with prurient interest as the woman put up her hands and walked meekly toward him. “Officer,” she quavered, her young body showing plainly through a skimpy night gown, “I’m sure you and I can come to some kind of agreement.”


Jackson chuckled. “Well now, sweetheart, maybe we should go in the bedroom and talk this over.” He gestured with his gun.


There was a sudden impact at the base of his spine. He jerked in surprise and his dream wavered. What—what was this? Someone behind him? He tried to hold onto his vision of the woman but she faded and dissolved as the dream fell away and he opened his eyes to reality.


His wife was behind him, in bed with him in their subapt, sheets wrinkled, air tasting stale, paint peeling off the ceiling six feet above. Carefully, Jackson turned his head, not making a sound.


His elephantine spouse lay with her eyes closed. Her knee was drawn up, where it had struck him in his back. She was breathing quietly, regularly. Jackson wondered, could she be faking? It was almost as if she had known what he’d been dreaming. Just how much did she know? He could never be certain, never be certain of anything.


He stifled a groan as he eased himself off the slab of sleeping foam and stood up. His joints clicked and creaked. His flesh was the same yellowing white as the walls of the subterranean apartment. He was thin, his hair was falling out, his eyes were bloodshot, his teeth were loose, he suffered horribly from hemorrhoids. He was sixty-two but looked closer to seventy-five.


His gnarled hands formed fists as he glared at his wife, still seemingly deep in slumber. He could never prove anything, that was the trouble. It was all circumstantial.


He bared his rotten teeth at her, then shuffled into the bathroom, automatically stooping to avoid the low ceilings. He used his two-quart freshwater ration to wash his face and shave, then padded into the kitchen cubicle and dialled some coffee. He sampled it and grimaced; it tasted acrid. It could be just the mixer fouling up again, or … there was only one way to find out.


He crept into the bedroom. His wife lay on the soiled sheets like a beached whale. Her face was masked by plastic skin restorer. A pink flannel night dress covered her from her neck to her knees. It’s unfair, Jackson thought. Everything’s unfair.


He set the paper coffee cup down and shook her shoulder. “Morning, dearest.”


She opened her eyes quickly. Maybe a little too quickly, he thought.


“I’ve brought you some coffee,” he said.


She groaned and turned over. The bed sank under her as she moved. Jackson watched intently as she sipped the coffee. She winced and glared at him. “Henry, that beverage blender’s been feeding us crap for weeks. Aren’t you ever going to get them to fix it? Do I have to do everything around here myself?”


“So you’re not going to drink it,” he said.


“It stinks.” She slumped down, one hand on her forehead.


“Something wrong, Cynthia?”


“Just leave me alone. I have a migraine.”


Jackson eyed her dubiously and compressed his lips into a thin line. He gathered his clothes from the closet, pulled them over his withered flesh, and shuffled out, into the adjoining cubicle that served as his office. He sank into his chair and sucked bacon-and-egg paste through the food tube, mixing in some synthetic scotch and an anti-depressant. It tasted wrong, like the coffee. Everything was screwed up. Not that it mattered; the civilized world was on the point of collapse, everyone knew that.


Many levels above, the city was in a state of terminal disintegration. Robot cops, programmed to shoot to kill when they witnessed any offense more serious than littering, kept the business district under control. Elsewhere vigilante gangs attempted to impose some sort of law and order among the peps—peasant people, third-world immigrants who had turned the city into a vast refugee camp outside of the midtown Safe Zone.


Jackson yawned, glanced at the Monday-morning news sheet that had been disgorged by the telefax during the night, and discarded it. An image from his dream resurfaced in his weary brain. The girl had looked a lot like one of the women in his porn tapes—the pretty little Communist spy, tied hand and foot for purposes of interrogation. He glanced guiltily at his watch, then selected the cassette from his secret collection. He reached for the viewing mask.


The picturefone chimed. Its screen lit up, showing a man’s face. Breen!


Jackson pushed the cassette across the desk, out of sight. He ran a shaking hand through what was left of his hair and attempted to straighten his collar and sit up in his chair. He fumbled and pressed the accept button. “Yes sir, commissioner!”


Breen eyed Jackson skeptically. “We seem to have a job for you, Jackson.”


“Yes sir. Of course, I’m somewhat over-extended currently, working on the—“


“This has got a triple-A classification on it,” Breen interrupted.


Triple-A? Jackson couldn’t recall such a classification. It sounded bad. There were jackals in the department just waiting for him to make a blunder on a big case. That was why he always delegated the big cases. Apprehension spread through his guts.


“It’s an escort job,” Breen was saying. “Kind of unusual. The Pentagon has some kind of robot. It’s less than human, you understand, but it eats, breathes, lives, and dies just like a real person. From the outside, it’s indistinguishable from a human being.”


Jackson blinked. “I didn’t know they could do that.”


“Good, you weren’t meant to know.” Breen gave him a thin smile. “Now, the snag is, this robot—it’s their only prototype—has some kind of brain damage. Don’t ask me why, but the psych people think they can figure out what’s wrong with it by turning it loose and watching its reactions. Behavioral analysis. So, twenty of your best men are to escort this gadget wherever it wants to go.”


“You mean here, sir? In New York?”


“Correct.”


“But why not out in some desert somewhere? I mean, it’s dangerous in New York City.”


Breen sighed. “I know, I questioned it myself. But it seems this robot decided it wanted to wander around New York, and the scientists, ah, went along with its decision. You understand, this is kind of an important project, the robot’s worth a trillion dollars, you’ll be responsible.”


Jackson gaped. He saw everything in sudden clarity. Someone, somewhere, had arranged this with the specific intention of ruining him. He thought he’d covered himself, employing yes-men, tapping their phones, having them followed, having the people who did the following followed. “Sir, I have a heavy workload and I think it would be more organizationally appropriate if the field department—“
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